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This month, Venezuelan's notorious Reten de Catia prison in Caracas will be torn down as part of
the government's efforts to improve the prison and judicial system. Authorities are transferring
1,734 inmates to other prisons on the outskirts of Caracas and in the provinces. Prison conditions in
Venezuela have long been denounced by Venezuelan and international human right organizations,
and critics are skeptical that any meaningful change in the system will occur. When Pope John Paul
II blessed the prisoners at Reten de Catia during his February 1996 visit, he called world attention
to the miserable conditions in Venezuela's prisons. "I make an urgent call to those who administer
justice to see that the prison system always respects the human condition," said the pope (see
NotiSur, 02/16/96).
Press reports after the pope left, which indicated that the "prisoners" he blessed were really prison
officials, further tarnished the reputation of the prison system and those who administer it. The
pope's concern, however, has brought little improvement in the condition of prison inmates. A
total of 218 prisoners were killed and 1,134 were wounded in Venezuelan prisons during 1996,
according to the human rights organization Programa Venezolano de Educacion-Accion en
Derechos Humanos (PROVEA). More than 70% of the 25,000 prisoners are still awaiting trial or
sentencing, and overcrowding is running at more than 50%.
Mistreatment of prisoners is also common. Riots occur with startling frequency as does violence
perpetrated by inmates against other inmates. While many prisoners have been behind bars for
years without a trial, much less a sentence, bribing judicial officials to speed up the process has been
the only way most prisoners have had to remedy the situation (see NotiSur, 06/02/95). Human rights
organizations have complained for years about the deteriorating conditions. In November 1992,
more than 100 prisoners in Reten de Catia were murdered by prison guards, supposedly during
an uprising. Many bodies were found days later, dumped in a ravine near the prison. Authorities
insisted they opened fire when inmates attempted a prison break, a claim disputed by human rights
organizations.
In 1994, 108 prisoners were killed during an uprising at La Saboneta prison in Zulia state. The official
explanation was that the deaths resulted from a confrontation between two rival gangs in the prison.
Last October, 25 inmates in La Planta prison in Caracas were burned alive in their cell by National
Guards. La Planta, which housed 1,700 inmates, was built to hold 500. Among the dead was a man
who had already served his sentence but was still in jail because a judge had not yet signed the
release order. The massacre at La Planta renewed demands by human rights organizations for
prison reform, including speedier trials and separation of violent offenders from those accused or
convicted of nonviolent offenses. La Planta also brought attention to a growing conflict between the
Justice Ministry and the military.
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While the National Guard is responsible for policing the outside of jails, civilian guards working
for the prison bureau are, at least officially, in charge of the inside of prisons. But National Guard
officers would not allow Justice Ministry officials inside La Planta for several hours following the
massacre. Reforms Proposed "We have 32 penitentiaries, and every one of them is chaotic," said
Anna Isabelle Bello, who is president of the Venezuelan fund for prison construction. "Each one is
worse than the other." Bello said Venezuela planned to complete expansion of two prisons by the
end of March and was considering privatizing its prison system. But to do that, the country will need
to vastly increase prison financing.
Prison reforms are now being debated in Congress, but even if passed, they will not go into effect
until 1998 to allow time to prepare for the new procedures and train judicial personnel. Among the
measures under consideration is a return to open jury trials with oral testimony. Jury trials were
abolished in 1915 because they were considered "inefficient," but the result has been, over the years,
to acquire the huge backlog of prisoners awaiting trial. A legal process takes an average of three and
a half years to complete, while the accused languishes in jail. "Jury trials will eliminate the practice
of torture as a way to extract confessions, since the only confessions that will be admissible will be
those given in court," said Alberto Perez, president of the Judicial Council.
Torture is "systematic and generalized in Venezuela, based on the premise that the confession is the
best proof," said Juan Navarrete of the human rights organization Red de Apoyo por la Justicia y la
Paz, adding that police use torture routinely in cases of robbery and organized crime. The proposed
reforms will also limit to three months the time that a person can be held before a trial begins,
and the trial must be completed within the subsequent three months. As an interim solution to
the judicial backlog, Justice Minister Henrique Meier proposes a partial amnesty to free between
5,000 and 6,000 prisoners who have spent years awaiting trial for crimes that often carry a maximum
sentence that is less than the amount of time they have already served. Human rights organizations
have expressed skepticism that meaningful change will take place, especially since many profit from
the system. "Many people make a living off this system and are not interested in the inmates," said
Rev. Matias Camunas, coordinator or the Justice and Peace Commission of the Catholic Church. "A
profound change is needed because the problems extend throughout the system."
For many Venezuelans, the troubled penal system is just another part of the violence that runs
through their society. With a population of 22 million, Venezuela has between 4,000 and 5,000
homicides each year, one of the highest rates in the world. Residents in poor barrios have
increasingly taken the law into their own hands, and during the past two years, 20 persons have
been lynched for alleged acts of delinquency.
Nongovernmental organizations say that the frustration caused by the high crime rate and public
insecurity have also made people insensitive to the brutal conditions that exist behind prison walls.
"A horrible example of that reality occurred a few days after the La Planta massacre, when a popular
TV personality asked why there should be so much outcry over the deaths of 25 thugs," said a
spokesperson for the Justice and Peace Commission. [Sources: The New York Times, 10/27/96;
Latinamerica Press (Lima), 10/24/96, 11/07/96; Inter Press Service, 11/14/96, 12/12/96; Spanish news
service EFE, 12/20/96, 01/14/97; United Press International, 01/14/97]
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